Psychological distress in frequent users of primary health care and emergency departments: a scoping review.
Frequent users of healthcare services are a small proportion of patients with disproportionately high healthcare usage. A wide array of factors, including psychological distress, leads to frequent use of healthcare services. There is no existing synthesis of research on frequent use and psychological distress in the general population. This scoping review aimed to compare psychological distress between frequent and non-frequent users and to examine the association between psychological distress and frequent use of healthcare services in primary care and emergency department (ED) services. A scoping review was performed following the five steps defined by Arksey and O'Malley. A search strategy was developed with an information specialist in five databases (Medline, PsycINFO, CINAHL, SCOPUS, and PubMed) for articles in English published between 1963 and October 2018. To be included, studies had to be quantitative, have taken place in a primary care or ED setting, have documented frequent use, and have measured psychological distress in patients. Two team members independently gathered the data for each of the included studies. Results were collated, summarized, and reported using narrative synthesis. Seven studies met the inclusion criteria. Psychological distress in primary care is generally higher in frequent users, and increased psychological distress scores are associated with frequent use. Both studies set in EDs reported noteworthy findings, stating that frequent users reported higher levels of psychological distress and that psychological distress was associated with frequent use. Psychological distress is prevalent in frequent users and has a significant association with frequent use. As such, psychological distress should be evaluated by physicians to prevent or reduce frequent use and to identify candidates for interventions.